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Two Versions of the Coptic Psalter. 

J. DYNELEY PRINCE, PH.D. 

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY. 

IN 1897, the text of a Psalter in the Upper Egyptian or Sahidic 
dialect was published by E. A. Wallis Budge without notes or 
comment other than a brief introduction. This is the only complete 
version of the Psalms in Sahidic. Previous to its publication, the 
Sahidic Psalter was known merely in a fragmentary form. 1 Budge's 
work is the edition of an unilluminated papyrus manuscript of 156 
leaves (Pap. Codex Orient. 5000, Brit. Museum) which was discov- 
ered by natives in 1895, together with a book of ten homilies, in the 
ruins of an ancient Coptic Church and Monastery in Upper Egypt. 
The books were found bound in leather within a buried stone coffer. 
The exact date of this Sahidic Psalter is indeterminable, but its 
general style, size, and shape lead the editor to place the most 
ancient parts of it not later than the end of the seventh Christian 
century and not earlier than the end of the sixth century a.d. The 
Ms. was evidently repaired at a date somewhat later than the time 
when the oldest portions of it were written. This text is evidently 
the second oldest known Coptic Psalter. 2 Since its appearance, 
Alfred Rahlfs has edited in the Abhandlungen der k'dn. Ges. der 
Wissenschaften zu Gottingen, New Series, IV. 4 (1901), fragments 
of still another version of the Psalter in Sahidic taken from a papyrus 
in the Berlin Museum. 3 There is every reason to believe that this 
Berlin Ms. is older than Budge's text, although both versions are 
textually practically identical in all essential points. Rahlf regards 
the Berlin Ms. as a production of the fifth century a.d., reasoning 

1 For a list of extant Coptic Mss., cf. Hyvernat, Revue Bihlique Internationale, 
1896, nr. 4, pp. 540 ff. See especially Ciasca, Sacr. Bibl. Fragm. Copto-Sahidica, 
Rome, i. (1885), ii. (1889); and Lagarde, Egyptiaca, pp. 65 ff. 

2 The title is: The Earliest Known Coptic Psalter, by E. A. Wallis Budge, 
London, 1898. For a review, see Luzac's Oriental List, ix., p. 904. 

3 Die Berliner Handschrift des Sahidischen Psalters, Berlin ( Weidmanri 'sche 
Buchhandling), 1901. 



PRINCE : TWO VERSIONS OF THE COPTIC PSALTER. 93 

chiefly from the very archaic form of the consonant Sima, which 
closely approaches the original Demotic sign, from which Sima was 
developed. The only other place where Sima appears in this form 
is in the ancient Akhmim papyrus "The Apocalypse of Elias," 
published in Texte u. Untersuchungen, New Series, II. 3a. It is 
evident, therefore, if this conclusion be correct, that Rahlfs' version 
represents fragments of the earliest known Coptic Psalter. Budge's 
text, however, being complete, is of course of greater value for pur- 
poses of comparative criticism. Rahlfs' work can therefore be used 
only to supplement and occasionally to correct Budge's rather hastily 
edited material. It would perhaps not be too daring to suggest a 
connection between the Berlin fragments and the supposed version 
of the fourth century a.d. contemporaneous with St. Pachomius. 4 

The Sahidic dialect, 5 in which Rahlfs' and Budge's versions of the 
Psalter are written, was probably in early times the language only 
of the region about Thebes. Later, this idiom undoubtedly spread 
all over Upper Egypt, from Minyeh to the Nubian border. Makrizi, 
the Arab historian who lived at the beginning of the fifteenth century 
a.d., alludes to Sahidic as the primitive source of the Coptic lan- 
guage, and that from which the northern Boheiric dialect was 
derived. While there can be no doubt that Boheiric is linguistically 
later than Sahidic, as will be evident from the following comparisons, 
it is not impossible that instead of being actually a derivative from 
an early Sahidic stock, it is rather the later development, tainted 
by Hellenic influence, of an older extinct northern dialect. 

The " Orthodox Coptic Church of St. Mark " of Egypt (Arabic : 
elkenise elmarqusiye elqibfiye elortodoksiye) uses at the present day 
a version of the Psalter which, like all the biblical texts and services 
of this communion, is in the Boheiric or northern Egyptian dialect 
of Coptic. This idiom seems to have been originally the language of 
only the environs of Alexandria, but it soon became the tongue of 
all Lower Egypt, and eventually, as a literary vehicle, displaced even 
its powerful rival the Upper Egyptian Sahidic, although the latter 
lived on as a spoken language after the Boheiric had passed from 

4 See Forbes Robinson in Hastings' Diet, of the Bible, i., pp. 670-671. 

5 Arab. es-Sahid (also es Said) ' Upper Egypt.' There are a few apparent 
points of contact in both Rahlfs' and Budge's text with Akhmimic and occasion- 
ally even with Boheiric, but these must be studied with care, as they may really 
be Sahidic phenomena. 

6 See Quatremere, Recherches sur la langue et la litterature de VEgypte, Paris, 
1808, p. 42. 
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the mouths of the people. The Boheiric remains to-day, however, 
the official idiom of the Coptic Church all over Egypt, although its 
present pronunciation in Upper Egypt still retains much of the earlier 
Sahidic peculiarities. On the other hand, the pronunciation of the 
church language in the Delta has assumed a number of distinctively 
Neo-Hellenic characteristics. The official Boheiric version of the 
Psalter as now in current use in Coptic churches has been printed 
in an excellent edition under the auspices of the reigning Orthodox 
Patriarch, Cyril the Fifth, dated 1613 Anno Martyrum? This 
volume consists of two parts separately paged, i.e., the Psalms, 
pp. 1-318, and "the Canticles of the Prophets" (extracts from vari- 
ous Scriptural books), pp. 1-7 1. 8 In both these sections the Coptic 
text and the literal Arabic translation appear in parallel columns. 

The object of the present treatise is merely to illustrate, by means 
of a few excerpts from the first three psalms in both these Coptic 
translations, the amount of textual differentiation and dialectic varia- 
tion between the ancient Sahidic version as published by Budge and 
supplemented by Rahlfs' older fragments, and the current Boheiric 
text of the Orthodox Coptic Church. The absolute dependence of 
both the Sahidic and the Boheiric translations on the LXX, charac- 
teristic of all Coptic versions of the O.T., will be apparent from the 
following few tabulations. 

As there is unfortunately no font of Coptic type in this country, 
I have been compelled to use the Greek alphabet with certain modi- 
fications to represent the Coptic text in this article. The following 
changes in the Greek characters should be observed : Coptic Sima 
is represented by 0- (final s), Fit by <£, Kii by x> Sai by & (final k), 
Fai by <]>, Chai by x> Hori by the rough breathing ', Ganga by £, 
Sima by k<t, and Di by vr. An accent over a consonant, as v, indi- 
cates the presence of a short e-vowe\. 

7 The Coptic " Era of the Martyrs " (Arab, senet ei-Suhada), used officially by 
the Church, begins with the accession of the persecuting Diocletian, 284 a.d. 

8 The Coptic title of the Boh. version is Ilfci/* ire vifaX/AOS ire AaviS 7rt7rpo4>ij- 
T77S ouo' wiovpo vein viwSri, ' The Book of the Psalms of David the Prophet and 
King, and the Canticles.' The best European editions of the Psalms are those 
of Ideler, Psalterium Coptice, Berlin, 1837; Schwartze, Psalt. in Dialectum 
Memphiticum translation, Leipzig, 1843; Lagarde, Psalterii Versio Memphitica, 
Gottingen, 1875, unfortunately in Roman characters. 
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Ancient Sahidic Version. 

* I. 

I". ere ~jj.T<pfio}K 'Jit 
Tcrofrve v'vao'ep^Tjs. 

2 & . avoj tpva/xeXera 
p.we<pvoapas p.7re'ooi» p.v 

TCV&7J. 

3 6 . €W€<pK&io^€ vaapocp- 
pe<p av. 'ap vip. er- 
(pvaaav vaffoovrv. 

4 6 . aXXa evvapBe }iiraro- 
eis e&ape tti\v $\o<p e/3oX 
'if "p. to p,TKa'. 

5. 'V rffvvayayq vvBt- 

KOIOS. 

* n. Heading: 
TaSri vAavetS. 



l a . avfoe v't)T. 
2". aval avapx^v. 
2 h . Ends verse with 
Ata^aXjUa. 

6. avoK Se aVKaBiara 
p.p.oi' Vppo e|3oX'i rooTcp. 

7. ei'faj p-iroueVaVe 
jxirfreis. 

8. oiti jifwov afrivaK. 

11. apifiaX p,Tfceis "v 
oi/ore vt€tvt€\tj\ va<p *v 

OVffTOlT. 

12. K<rXf T7JVTV VT€- 

<r/3aj /j.tjtot€ vre 7r£bets 
powers CTer^'e e/3oX'i re'irj 
rre<p p.vTp.e. 

ep&av T€<pKaiovr pxtv 'v 
ovK&ewt) pai'arov vovov vtp, 
6TKCO Vr7]V epotp. 

* III. 

2. ovv V fw p.p.os 

VTatptpvxy <pe p.vr<povi;ai 

lipmv iva'pp. Te<pvovre 
Aio^aXiiia. 

8. Ilcui-foeis we Tovfa'i 
auw 7re/coKws efja ire/cXaos. 



Current Boheiric. 

e-re fiTe<p&e x €v ttvo- 
k&vi vre ndfffjSijs. 

efaepfieXerav x €v 7I "C0- 

POjUOS fJ.Tl€OOV V€fi tl- 

efwp'. 

oko' ouf«/3i J>to0 Weir- 
(popipep. 'w|8 njSec 

ecrae/xuroK va<pfrip.ai>Ti 

i>Xy TOV - 

aXXa p.'^ptjfTi fnrtpTjiai 
e&ape t6t;ov vc<p e/3oX 
'ifec 5r'o JiwrKo'i. 

Xe» irffoK&n "vre vi6p.nji. 



Tw Aaw5. Nti irpo- 

nfs. 

Au«s ejSoX. 
Ouo' vtKeapxw 
Lacking. 

avoK 5e a0ra'oi epaT 
pouovpo e/3oX \rooT<p. 

e'lwis p-Tioo-a'ffa'vt ire 
Ubl. 

aptiriv vtot vravrivaK. 

apijiwK iiillos x e " O"" 
'opti. Ow>" 0eX?;X ra0 
Xe»» ovaSeprep. 

apu>vi vovb-f}oj p.Trepxas 
vre Hos fovr ow' PTerej>- 
raKO €jSoX 'aQpMiT vre 
vripe0p.T)i. 

e&air ape&av Te<pfavr 
p.o' VxwXe^. fiouwarou 

J-OW>P VlfieV €T€$TJOV XV 

epotp. 

ouoc 0U|itt;s fwJUitws VTa- 

^"X 7 ! f e WW Ollfoi (707T 

va0 x 6 " feipNoui'Ti. 

^a IIos ire irwufoi oko' 
7re0<r/toK efev Te<p\aos. 



LXX. 

owe eTopeiSri tv j3ouXj 
dcreiSwc. 

kcu e*' r(p f6/t(p aijroO 
/ieXeT^(ret ype'pas Kal 
vvkt6s. 

Kal rb (ptiWov aiirov 
ovk aToppinfjaercu. Kal 
TrdvTa 6Va Sj* irot^ /careu- 
oSw^^o-erai. 

dXX ^ ws x 1 * ^ 5 °~ v 
iKplwrei 6 &veiios airb 
Trpov&irov rijs 7^s. 

iv /3ouX^ diKaiwv. 



No equivalent. 



^<ppi)a^ap. 

Koi 01 &pxovres. 

Lacking. 

eydi Si Kareo-Tadriv |8o- 
ffihebs (it afrrov. 

diayyiXkbiv rb Tpb- 
(TTa.yp.a Kvptov. 

atr-qaai Tap e/iov Kal 
dutffoj o*ot. 

dovXetiffare rip Kvpltp 
iv (pbpip Kal a7aXAiS<70e 
atrip iv rpbpup. 

5pd!-a<F&€ Taideias fi-f/- 
Tore dpyiffdy Kiipios Kal 
d7roXet<r^e e| bSov 81- 
Kalas. 

Srav iKKavdTJ iv rdxei 
6 dv/ibs adrov puKdptoL 
Tavres oi Tciroidbres iw 
aCrip. ' 

jroXXoi X^7ouo*t rtf 
ipvxv P-ov. Ovk iari 
o-(nri)pia airip iv t(J $e$ 
avrov. 

toO KVplov ij ffWTiipia 
Kal iTl rbv \abv aov 7} 
evXoyla aov. 
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COMMENTARY. 

Psalm i. has the heading in Cod. D, 9 but in neither of our texts : 
CTr£u>K £/8oA Trixj/aXfj-Oi vtc AauiS (also 8a8) m'ovir (ttu^os it. The 
numeral fifteen U. denotes the number of verses. It is spelled out 
in one Ms. This heading is not found even in Cod. C. Its Heb. 
rendering would be "IflKn 11*17 Tl&Tfi HJ£3tt7. The words ot^wk 
e/3o\ ' to the going forth ' are universally used in Coptic to translate 
LXX ets to tcAos. The verse numbering of B differs entirely from 
that of S, which practically agrees with that of the ordinary LXX 
text. Thus, in i/f i. B gives seven and in ip ii. nine verses, in contrast 
with S, which gives six (so LXX and M) in <^ i. and twelve (so LXX 
and M) in if/ ii. Cod. D divides \\i i. into fifteen and <^ ii. into twenty 
verses. 

i. i°. Both S jSiok '}i and B 6-e j(tv are more exact equivalents of 
M 2 *pn than LXX iiropevOrj lv. For B tto-ok&vi, Cod. C has ire^xro- 
Kcrn, and for B a<x£/3r/s, C has ao-£/3es (elsewhere £o-£/?£s). S }nrt<$>vo- 
o-/u.oi is clearly a scribal error for vopos. 

i. 2 b . Note that S and B prefer to use the Gk. p.ikera ' consider ' 
rather than the usual Sah. ppoovi and B {SiXaovk respectively. Ideler's 
tfaeppeXtrav is not so good as in B. 

i. 3 6 . Ideler omits ovo here. Note S Sima = B Ganga in k6-o>/3£- 
t<i>/3i. This is a common interchange. May one not be tempted to 
regard constructions like B ov£w/3i Wacp ' the leaf belonging to him ' 
for ' his leaf,' as having influenced the common modern Egyptian 
Arabic usage el beyt betdo ' the house belonging to him ' for simple 
beyto ' his house ' ? Rahlfs' reading cve^ko-oj/Js here is inexplicable. 
He adds in a note that the Sima is clear, only the superior line being 
doubtful. The occurrence of Sima in this word must be regarded 
as a scribal error for £. Note the Sah. metathesis po<f>pecp (so also 
Rahlfs) for B <f>op4>tp cadere, decidere (M 713*; ' wither '). S trrj>vaaav 
' those things which he doeth ' is better than B earafpairov ' those things 
which he seeketh ' (Gk.) ; cf. LXX o<ra av iroirj. B cra^fnpMvri. ' he 
shall prosper in .them ' is also less accurate than S vauoovTv ' they (the 
things) shall stand upright,' i.e., 'prosper' (M nv!T). 

i. 4 s . S twapOt ' they shall be like ' (p + 6t = r't) . S crous ' dust ' 
and ' contagion.' B uses no verb, but leaves the copula understood 
with p.$p7)fn (Cod. C has pio-t). S 6\o<f> 'causes to fly, scatters by 

9 The abbreviations S and B = Budge's text and the Boheiric, respectively. 
C and D are references to Boheiric codices. 
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blowing,' and B ve'<j> e/3o\ ' scatters ' have slightly more the sense of 
M 13S*in than of LXX tKparru 'casts forth.' Rahlfs' text here is 
identical with S. 

i. 5. Note how S prefers the Greek words. Fragments in Rahlfs 

also show the word [i"]cr[v]y[a]ya>[-y?7]. 

ii. It is highly interesting to observe that we find in B iw AaviS, 
clearly a corrupt abbreviation of S To>S?? vAavah ' the hymn of David.' 
The Arabic translator of B evidently regarded rm here as a particle 
of possession like $a ' of or belonging to,' as he renders simply 
VDaud. The last part of B's heading of ip ii., ' a prophecy concern- 
ing the sorrows of the Messiah' Qxkclv pi. of p.Ka), is given also by 
Ideler after the words mi^aX/Aos vre AaviS 'a psalm of David.' 
Cod. D has simply vruTpo<Pr]Tia tO/ie II^s ' a prophecy concerning the 
Messiah.' 

ii. 1". The Sah. version translates i<f>pva£av ('they snort, act inso- 
lently ') by the pregnant phrase ' they lift up the heart.' B is closer 
to LXX, as ws t/3o\ means properly ' cry out.' M ltW") means rather 
' they rush together excitedly.' 

ii. 2°. S avapx<ov is an unusual writing for vapx<av ' the rulers ' (cf. 
avXaos ii. i s ), but it is an exact translation of LXX. B has viKtapx<av 
'the other (-*£-) rulers.' This rendering has the support of C 
and D. 

ii. 2". Note that S ends with SuupaXpa, which is lacking else- 
where. 

ii. 6. Both versions render literally 'as for me they (indef. 'one ') 
have appointed me (B a</>Ta'oi tpar ' constituted me ') for a king by 
his hand,' i.e., 'through him.' This is the usual periphrasis of the 
passive (KaTea-TaOrjv) . Ideler gives vovpo without the indefinite article 
ov ; cf. Boh. vovovpo and Sah. Vppo ' for a king.' Cod. D renders here 
wok Se a ttkcts ra'oi epar ' the Lord has appointed me,' contrary to the 
Greek and Hebrew. The authorized Arabic version also has aqdmni 
er-Rabb. The Arabic translation of B, however, renders literally, 
'I was appointed king.' Rahlfs' version has pp.oa for ju.ju.oi.'. The 
diphthong u appears practically throughout his text for i'. 

ii. 7. S ei'£«> ' I saying ' {casus pendens) is a better equivalent for 
LXX StayycAJW than B iimk ' in order to announce.' 

ii. 8. In S, the reading am ju/uoov afrtvaK cannot be correct, owing 
to the difference in person, am jujuooi) ' seek them,' i.e., ' those things.' 
The correct reading, as already indicated by the unusual diaeresis 
over the ov must be am p.poi ' seek from me.' The form pp.o6v prob- 
ably depends on a defective copying, influenced in some degree by 
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the preceding pvoov 'to-day' in verse 7. The form avrwaK must be 
an error for tch/wcck ' and I give thee ' (so B with prefixed v, vtovti- 
vaK, i.e., the conjunctive ; see SteindorfF, Gr. §§ 257 ff.). Rahlfs' text 
here reads [au-ei ju,](ju.o)a T{a)vrwaK, which gives the key to correct 
Budge's version. Cf. LXX k<su 8u>o-<«, but M mnXl ' that I may give 
thee ' ; so V ut dem. Both S, when amended as indicated, and B 
are exact renderings of LXX in this passage. 

I give the entire text of ii. n-12 as being of interest in connec- 
tion with this difficult passage. These verses are lacking in Rahlfs' 
version. 

ii. ri. S vTervTtXr)\, B ovo OtXrjX are probably loan words from 

Heb. bhr\(?). 

ii. 12. S k<xX£ TrjVTV VTeo-fia), B a/uovi vovafiu), LXX 8pa|ao-#e ttcu- 
Setas = M "D lpt2?3. Note that in 1 1-1 2 in B there is no sign for 
the 2 p. pi. until 1 2, vtitvtclko ' ye shall perish.' In S, however, the 
2 p. is represented in each imperative except api'p'aX. S nvXt, B 
apovi = adprehendere. There is no help to be got from these texts 
towards the interpretation of the passage. They simply follow LXX, 
which simply represents an original *"|D1S5!2 Hip (see Prince, JBL., 
1899, pp. 1-3). 

S again prefers the Gk. form p.rjiroTt to Sah. ped-a*. ' lest.' B uses 
its own form pirepxas ' lest.' 

S tpcrav often means ' whenever,' as here, but usually ' if.' B ec-owr 
apecrav (Ideler better epecrav) ' if, perchance ' is not so good an equiva- 
lent of orai/ as is S. 

Cod. D adds ovo' wrongly here before vx<oXtp., and in Cod. C xv 
is lacking. 

iii. 2. S <f>t is undoubtedly a clerical error for £e 'that' (conj.). 
In p.vT<pov£ai the negative should be p.pv<j> ; lit. ' not is salvation 
there ' Qiimv). LXX avr<S is apparently not represented ; Iv t<S $e<S 
avTov is rendered by S ' before (wapp.) his God.' S Sicu/faX/ta (also 
Rahlfs) is not found in the other Mss. B is a literal translation 
of LXX here. 

iii. 8. S keeps the 2 p. correctly here, ttekoixos ' thy blessing,' 
7re/<Aaos ' thy people ' ; but note B ire^oyxov ' his blessing,' Tre<j>Xaos 
' his people.' 

A complete collation of Budge's Psalter with the other Coptic 
versions, both Sahidic and Boheiric, would be of considerable value 
from a text-critical point of view. As will be observed from the 
examples here given, the ancient Sahidic translation is evidently 
a rendering quite independent of the current Boheiric version. This 
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Sahidic Psalter, as represented by both Budge's and Rahlfs' Mss., 
contains a number of differences in the Psalm headings and frequent 
variations in the text itself, showing that it must have had for its basis 
a Ms. of the LXX differing in many important particulars from that 
followed by the current Boheiric rendering. 



